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Praise for New York Times Bestselling Author

VIRGINIA HENLEY

 

“Henley’s gift for bringing remarkable women to life in colorful, turbulent times is what turns her romances into keepers. Henley heats up the pages with her love scenes, and her skill at portraying actual historical personages with humanity while maintaining historical accuracy wins our minds. Henley knows what historical romance is all about and always gives the readers what they want.”

—Romantic Times
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The Irish Duke

“Few if any writer can interweave historical information to enhance a story line as deftly as Virginia Henley can and does with the enjoyable The Irish Duke . . . exhilarating.”

—The Best Reviews
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The Decadent Duke

“A standout . . . the perfect blend of historical backdrop and romance.”

—Romantic Times (top pick)
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Insatiable

“Dangerous games, Machiavellian manipulations, and political maneuverings . . . lusty and lavish.”

—Booklist

“As twists of fate contrive to keep the two apart—intrigue, backstabbing, the bubonic plague—readers will hanker for them to live happily ever after.”

—Publishers Weekly
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Undone

“All the sensuality and glitter of a more traditional romance but enriched by the plot’s complexity and the heroine’s genuine growth.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“A gently suspenseful tale ... filled with satisfying historical detail and actual characters from this intriguing period.”

—Booklist

 

“Extraordinary characters, rich historical details, and a romance ... [set] the pages on fire.”

—Romantic Times (top pick)
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Prologue

Staffordshire, England 
Summer 1842

 

 

“It’s the most enchanting house I’ve ever seen in my life!” Lady Harriet Hamilton stood enraptured before the magnificent Georgian mansion known as Shugborough Hall. Eight soaring Doric columns dominated the central portico, and graceful pavilions had been added to either side. “Is Father going to buy it?”

“No, no, Harry. Shugborough Hall isn’t for sale. Only the contents are being auctioned,” Louisa, Duchess of Abercorn, informed her eldest daughter. “Your father intends to buy books and paintings today.”

A wave of deep disappointment swept over the young girl as she gazed at the hall with longing. I wish you were mine! She spoke to the house as if it were a living thing that could hear her thoughts.

The duchess turned and addressed her daughters’ governess. “Mary, keep a close watch on Lady Beatrix. I suppose I shouldn’t have brought her. A six-year-old will be bored to tears at an auction sale.”

“I shall watch them like a hawk, Your Grace.”

“Oh, you needn’t put a leading string on Harry. She knows how to comport herself. Houses hold a fascination for her. You know she has an inquisitive mind that soaks up everything like a sponge.”

When Mary took hold of Lady Beatrix’s hand, the child stuck out her tongue at her sister. Lady Harriet, however, didn’t even notice. She had eyes only for Shugborough and her curiosity knew no bounds.

Thomas Anson felt a burning humiliation as he watched people begin to arrive for the auction sale. The nobles who would swallow up the entire possessions of his ancestral home had insatiable appetites for the valuable collections that had been acquired by his forebears, and the seventeen-year-old heir was helpless to prevent this desecration.

Every member of the ton knew that the profligate excesses of his father, the Earl of Lichfield, had brought about his financial collapse. His gambling addiction was no secret, and the entire contents of Shugborough Hall needed to be auctioned to meet the earl’s disgraceful debts, which now totaled seven hundred thousand pounds.

Thank God Mother has been spared the shame of being present. The Countess of Lichfield had packed up the exquisite collection of Chinese porcelain and carried it off to their town house in St. James’s Square because she adamantly refused to part with it.

Thomas was relieved his older sisters lived in remote counties. All were married and their husbands’ good names shielded them from this scandal, which was the talk of London.

He resented with every fiber of his being parting with Shugborough’s treasures, and was consumed with a feeling of impotence that he could do nothing to avert the estate’s defilement. Well, almost nothing, he amended. As a token protest, he had removed a few precious horse paintings by John Frederick Herring and George Stubbs and secretly hidden them away in one of the outbuildings. Thomas realized he was holding a small painting by John Wootton, of the racehorse Victorious that had won at Newmarket in the last century. He surreptitiously slipped from the house and hurried across the velvet lawn toward the pale blue and white Chinese pagoda.

When he entered the building, he stopped dead in his tracks. The red lacquered door to the storage room on the back wall of the pagoda  stood open, and the slim figure of a female, her back to him, stood inside.

“What the devil do you think you’re doing?” he demanded curtly.

At the sound of his voice, the female swung about to face him, and he realized with relief that she was only a child who could not possibly be more than nine years old.

 

 

Lady Harry stared at the dark youth with curiosity. Both her parents were dark, as was she, but this fellow was as swarthy as a Gypsy. Suddenly her green eyes widened.

“I needn’t ask what you’re doing. ’Tis obvious you are stealing!”

Thomas Anson took immediate offense, because that was exactly what he was doing.

“You cheeky little bitch. You have no right to be here poking your nose into every nook and cranny of this estate.”

“I have as much right to be here as you. My father is here to buy paintings—perhaps those very paintings that you are stealing!”

“I happen to be Lord Lichfield’s son. Our family owns these paintings.”

“Piffle! Lichfield’s heir?” She looked pointedly at his black hair and dark complexion. “More likely you’re a stableboy stealing the family blind.”

Thomas drew himself up to his full height and summoned an air of authority. “You need your arse tanned. Get the hell out of this pagoda before I take you across my knee.”

Harriet stiffened. “My father is the Duke of Abercorn. If you lay a finger on me, he will have you thrashed within an inch of your miserable life.”

Miserable, indeed. His mouth quirked with amusement. “Since your father is the Duke of Abercorn, and my father is the Earl of Lichfield, we are at an impasse.”

Harry’s eyes sparkled with secret enjoyment. “A duke’s daughter trumps an earl’s son any day of the year.” She glanced back at the horse paintings she had discovered hidden behind the door. “They are so lovely, you cannot bear to part with them.”

He was amazed that such a young girl could be so perceptive. “If I can bear being Lichfield’s son, I suppose I can bear anything.”

She heard the mocking bitterness in his voice. “I won’t say a word,” she promised.

He nodded his head in thanks, far more grateful than he dared put into words.

 

 

“Thank you so much, James, for buying the first editions of Rousseau. I know they were expensive, but the thought that I own Émile fills me with joie de vivre.” Louisa, Duchess of Abercorn, stood on tiptoe and kissed her husband’s cheek.

“I bought the entire library. The books on architecture and art are for you, Harry. You’ll appreciate them when you are older,” her father declared.

“I shall appreciate them now if they have pictures of houses and explain how they are designed.” Her eyebrows drew together as she thought of Lichfield’s son. “We didn’t bring the books back with us to London. You don’t think they’ll get stolen, do you, Father?”

“Whatever has put such an absurd notion into your head? They are bought and paid for. The auction will go on for at least another week. When it’s over, we’ll send the wagons to transport everything we have acquired.”

“They are auctioning the furniture day after tomorrow.” Louisa fanned herself with the Shugborough auction catalogue. “I saw a pair of brass-mounted Regency armchairs I wouldn’t mind for the library.”

Harry’s face lit up. “If you’re going again, promise you will take me with you?”

Her mother smiled her assent. “Shugborough made quite an impression on you. I think on Thursday we’ll leave Beatrix at home with Louisa Jane and baby James.”

 

 

The assembled crowd filled the elegant reception rooms and spilled into the long gallery. The bidding on Shugborough Hall’s furnishings was fast and furious, and Harry slipped away unnoticed through the vast kitchens, then made her way outside. She skipped across the velvet lawns, and stopped before each white marble statue. She recognized Venus, but it was the male statue close by that held her attention the longest. The name carved on the pedestal of the young god was Adonis. He is superb! As her eyes admired his naked limbs, she wondered if all males looked like this without their clothes. Silly, only gods are this perfect.

Harry passed the Chinese pagoda and entered a structure that was called the Tower of Winds. As she gazed at the magnificent sculpted black marble centaurs, Harry thought she could hear music. She cocked her head to listen, and then broke into a smile of delight—it was the summer wind wafting through the diamond-shaped holes that had been specially designed into the tower walls.

Harry heard the thunder of hooves and ran outside to watch a rider gallop like a fiend toward the river. It was the dark devil she had encountered before, astride a black hunter. It was obvious that he was still angry and she surmised he could be dangerous, but this didn’t stop her from admiring him. He looks exactly like a centaur!

She wandered over to a high wall that had an arched wooden door at its center. She turned the iron ring on the door and allowed it to swing open. She found herself in a walled garden complete with a cascading fountain and a profusion of scented flowers. Enchanted, she sat down on a rustic bench to watch the birds splash in the water. The fragrant jasmine and honeysuckle attracted myriad bees and butterflies.

All at once, a sparrow hawk swooped down. Fearing for the little birds, she flapped her arms to scare it off. It flew a short distance away and spied a little green snake. It took the snake in its hooked beak and was about to carry it off. Harry screamed and ran toward the hawk. It promptly dropped the snake and flew off with a screech of protest.

With relief, Harry watched the little green snake slither to safety, and her heart filled with joy. “I love this place,” she murmured. “Shugborough is—” She searched for the right words, then smiled. “Absolute perfection!”

 

 

Thomas Anson didn’t return to the hall until the afternoon light faded and dusk had begun to fall. He hoped that all the vultures who had descended earlier would have taken wing by now. He dismounted and led his horse into the pasture behind the stables. He slipped off the saddle, hoisted it to his shoulder, and headed toward the tack room. When he heard his father’s voice coming from the stables, he stopped and waited, hoping he would leave. The contempt he felt was like bitter gall in his mouth.

His ears pricked up when he heard the name Ranton. This was his father’s nearby sporting estate, complete with racing stables, where the nobility, including the prime minister and certain lesser members of the royal family, came to indulge their bloodlust by shooting game and gambling away their fortunes.

His father’s voice ordered, “Wait until close to midnight. Make absolutely sure nobody sees you. The paraffin is stored in the stone outbuilding next to the stables.”

Paraffin? Christ Almighty, he’s arranging to burn the place down. Thomas’s gut knotted. Curse the swine! He has Ranton insured for a half million.

He quietly retraced his steps back to the pasture, resaddled his horse, and headed toward Ranton. He covered the miles swiftly and  by the time dusk turned into full darkness, he had reached the estate. He entered the stables, where a dozen Thoroughbreds were housed in box stalls. He slipped a bridle onto the first horse and led it outside.

The head groom questioned his actions. “What are ye about, m’lord?”

“All the animals are to be moved to the meadow.” He knew he could not tell the stable hands the ugly truth. “Father’s orders. Be quick about it.”

Thomas ran to the kennels, where the buckhound hunting dogs were housed. He opened the gate wide, picked up a dog whip, and lashed it a few times to make sure the animals cleared off. After he was sure they were safe, he made his way toward the house. Ranton had originally been an abbey; its tower dated from the fifteenth century. He found the head gamekeeper eating supper in the kitchen with the housekeeper.

“Mrs. Barlow, I want you to assemble the servants,” he said urgently.

“Bless yer heart, m’lord, there’s only me here. All the staff was transported to Shugborough to help with the auction sale.”

He sank down onto a kitchen chair with relief. “I want you two to clear out when you’ve finished eating.”

“Whatever for?”

“For reasons I can’t explain. Just make sure you don’t sleep here tonight.”

The two people at the table exchanged a knowing glance.

“And by the way, if anyone asks, you haven’t seen me. I haven’t been here today.”

 

 

Before Thomas had ridden five miles back toward Shugborough, he could see flames lighting up the sky. He reined in his mount and stared at the orange glow with horror.

The depraved swine did it. He actually paid someone to have it burned down. God rot his stinking soul!

The hall was in darkness when he arrived home, as if it were peacefully sleeping. He encountered no one as he made his way to his bedchamber. When he opened the door, he found the room empty, and he realized that even his bedroom suite had been sold.

Thomas Anson stretched out on the floor and folded his arms behind his head. Hatred and loathing consumed him. Dread formed a lump in his throat that almost choked him. It was fear his father would order the torch be put to this house too. But gradually, his love for Shugborough Hall surrounded him and overcame all else. If it takes me a lifetime, I will restore everything that has been taken from you today, he promised the house faithfully. Once you are mine, I will restore you to absolute perfection!




Chapter One

Hampden House, London 
June 1854

 

 

“Oh, bugger and balls! Sometimes I wish we were back in Ireland.” Lady Harriet Hamilton removed the second hat she had tried on and flung it across the room. “Living in London is far too repressive. I have no freedom to do anything.”

Her sister Lady Beatrix laughed. “It hasn’t curtailed your swearing.”

Harry joined in her laughter. “Nor my wagering, or flirting, or roaming about the city unescorted.” She looked in the mirror and wrinkled her nose. “It’s these bloody fashions set by the queen. They are hideous!”

“You’re nineteen, going on twenty, so you can’t possibly go bareheaded.”

“Well, I abso-bloody-lutely refuse to wear a bonnet. They make me look like Old Mother Hubbard.” She was totally unaware that her long dark hair and pale green eyes gave her a rare and striking beauty.

The Duchess of Abercorn swept into her daughters’ bedchamber. “Aren’t you ready yet? I usually insist on being fashionably late, but today that’s out of the question. Victoria and Albert are officiating at this grand opening of the second Crystal Palace, and we cannot insult the queen by being tardy.” The Duke of Abercorn was Prince Albert’s groom of the stole, and for the last eight years had also been his friend  and confidant. “This official opening, which marks the beginning of the Season, has already been delayed a month because the male statues were considered too shocking for the queen’s sensibilities.” She gave a sardonic laugh. “Since Victoria has had eight children, I’m sure she’s more than familiar with male parts.”

“It is utter desecration to ruin beautiful statues by chopping off their genitals and replacing them with fig leaves,” Harry said with disgust.

“Oh, the fig leaves were subsequently considered too offensive, so now they’ve draped all the statues with cloth.”

Harriet and Beatrix rolled their eyes.

“Do you think Prince Teddy will be there?” Jane, who was seventeen, asked with apprehension.

“Of course he’ll be there. He’s the heir to the throne and his doting parents think the sun shines out his arse,” her mother replied. “What’s he done now?”

“When we were at Windsor last week, he touched my breast,” Jane declared.

“But he’s only thirteen,” Harry said.

“What the devil does age have to do with it?” her mother asked. “He’s a male, and already randy by the looks of him. Don’t be alone with him, darling, or he’ll have your drawers off.”

“Royalty has its privileges,” Harry quipped.

“Too bad he isn’t a bit older,” Beatrix said with a wink. “If you play your cards right, you could end up a princess.”

Jane blushed. “You are a devil, Trixy!”

“All three of you are devils. What’s the holdup here?” their mother demanded.

“Harry refuses to wear a bonnet,” Trixy complained.

“Well, I should think so,” the duchess declared, plucking the decoration from one of the discarded hats. “Pin this bunch of cherries into your hair. Always remember, we don’t follow fashion; we set it.”

She touched the crimson ostrich feathers on her own hat to prove her point.

When the fashionably gowned quartet emerged onto Green Street, they found sixteen-year-old James waiting by the phaeton. He opened the carriage door for the ladies. “I’m sitting on the box with Riley. Your crinolines leave no room for me.”

“Just don’t let your new top hat blow away,” his mother warned.

James shut the door. “I wish you had let me take the train. It lets you off at the main gate to the palace grounds.”

“The railway was built to accommodate the masses. There will be such a crush of hoi polloi today, you wouldn’t be able to breathe,” the duchess declared with a shudder.

“I’ll ride the train with you later in the week, James,” Harry offered. “I rather like the hoi polloi.”

James climbed up beside their driver. He turned, winked at Harry, grinned at his mother, removed his hat, and held it in his lap for safekeeping.

“You have a tender heart, Harry. I put it down to the time your father was the lord lieutenant of County Donegal and the ruinous rains came. One end of Ireland to the other became a vast wasteland of putrefying vegetation. I took you with me on my mercy visits to the poor, and you’ve championed the downtrodden ever since.”

“I’m following in Uncle Johnny’s footsteps.” Lord John Russell, the Duchess of Abercorn’s half brother, had served a six-year term as England’s prime minister until two years ago.

“Our family has decidedly bad timing. Johnny had been in the House of Commons thirty-three years before he became prime minister. Ireland hadn’t had a chance to recover from the tragic potato famine when he took office.”

“But he was still able to do lots of good things,” Harry reminded her mother. “Not only did he abolish the Corn Laws, but he was able to limit the working hours for women.”

“Oh, let’s not talk politics, Harry. The Season officially opens today and it’s supposed to be a celebration,” Trixy declared.

“Every other year, the Season opens in May. That’s another delay we can blame on Her Gracious Majesty,” Harry said with disgust.

“Speaking of celebrations, I don’t understand why I can’t make my debut with Harry and Trixy. Think of the expense it will save if we all have our Season together.”

“Since when did you start caring about expenses, Jane?” her mother asked dryly. “A coming-out ball tells society that the young ladies making their debut are ready for marriage. Since Harriet and Beatrix are only a year apart, they are having their Season together.”

“But I’m seventeen. I don’t want to be left out,” Jane pleaded.

“You’re hardly out of the schoolroom. It would be scandalous of me to throw you onto the marriage market. Just be happy that I will allow you to attend their ball.”

Harry poked Trixy in the ribs with her elbow. “D’you hear that? We are to be thrown on the marriage market. Sold to the highest bidder, I warrant.”

“Sounds like an exciting adventure to me,” Trixy teased. “A guinea says I get more proposals than you.”

“Marriage proposals, or the other kind?” Harry asked.

“Don’t jest. You’ll get plenty of both,” their mother warned.

“You shock my sensibilities. Society’s morals have changed since the decadent Regency era, when you came of age, Mother. Gentlemen today treat ladies as if they were saints. They want their females to be pure and innocent, and will do everything in their power to protect them from being tainted by the wicked world.” Harry gave a mock sigh. “Queen Victoria has taken all the fun out of everything.”

“Rubbish! Gentlemen may pay lip service to the pure and innocent , but in reality nothing could be further from the truth. Beneath the facade of respectability, lust and licentiousness lurk. The male of the species will take advantage of any opportunity.”

Harry winked at her sisters. “Is that what Father did?”

Lady Lu smiled her secret smile. “None of you would have been born if he hadn’t. The last thing I wanted was a child.”

Harry’s eyes widened in surprise. “How did he persuade you?”

“He promised that if I gave in to his passionate advances, he would give me a girl.” Her wry gaze swept over her daughters. “If I’d known he would give me three daughters in a row, I might have resisted.”

The Hamilton sisters laughed. Their mother had always said outrageous things and she encouraged them to follow in her footsteps.

 

 

When they arrived at Crystal Palace Park, there was already a crush of carriages. Riley drove the phaeton as close to the front entrance as he could manage, and the Hamilton family alighted and made their way inside to await Her Royal Highness Queen Victoria and Albert, her prince consort.

They made their way past the series of ornamental fountains and ascended the dais built especially for the ribbon-cutting ceremony. Within minutes, the royal family came into view with its retinue of attendants.

Harry’s glance was drawn to her father, who walked directly behind Albert. Not only was Abercorn taller, but he was far handsomer in her opinion, since the prince consort’s hair had receded alarmingly. She watched her parents exchange an intimate glance. They are still in love with each other. That’s the kind of marriage I want.

As Queen Victoria delivered her speech, extolling the Crystal Palace as a showplace for the industrial, military, and economic superiority of Great Britain, Harry’s mind wandered back to the summers at Barons Court, their Irish estate. Vivid memories of her father rowing her mother across the fairy-tale lakes or taking her up before him on one of his Arabians filled her head. He’s still wooing her after twenty years of marriage. Harry sighed. How utterly romantic!

Her thoughts were brought back to the present when she saw young Prince Teddy edging close to her sister Jane. Harry murmured to her brother, “Teddy can’t keep his hands off Jane. When you get him alone, thump him on the nose.”

He whispered back, “I may be reckless, but I’m not raving mad. Teddy will be king one day. It pays to have friends in high places.” He glanced at fourteen-year-old Princess Vicky. “It must run in the family. The Princess Royal can’t keep her hands off my private parts.”

“Well, I’ll be damned!” Harry exclaimed in utter shock.

 

 

“We declare the second Great Exhibition open to the public.” Victoria cut the ribbon and the throng cheered, “God save Our Gracious Majesty!”

The fountain water jets suddenly rose up over a hundred feet in the air. The spectacle caused the crowd to step back, and only the privileged spectators on the front row were anointed by the spray.

Harry lost no time making her getaway. But as she left the dais, she paused before Prince Teddy and smiled sweetly. “I dreamed about you last night, Your Highness. You touched Jane’s breast, and I shoved you on your arse!”

It took him a moment to gauge her meaning; then he threw back his head and laughed with glee. “That’s why I didn’t touch yours, Harry.”

She shook her fist at him and hurried off, eager to see the fantastical displays that had been brought from around the world. An entire wing of the glass building had been divided into courts depicting the history of art and architecture from ancient Egypt through the Renaissance. Harry drank it all in, moving slowly so she could appreciate the fine details. She stopped to look at a display of extinct animals from around the world. She stared at some ugly green creatures made of plaster.

A deep voice from behind her said, “They are called dinosaurs. Do you like them?”

Harry turned around to see who addressed her. The gentleman was tall and extremely dark. There was something vaguely familiar about him that stirred her memory, and suddenly she was swept back to Shugborough, the mansion that had stolen her heart more than a decade ago. She could even smell the jasmine and honeysuckle. “I would call them monstrosities,” she drawled. “I much prefer centaurs.”

Their eyes met, and held. “So, you know who I am.”

“And you, obviously, are aware of my identity.”

Green eyes stared into pewter as the male and female took each other’s measure. Harry saw a man in his late twenties. Though handsome, his features were stern and unsmiling. He carried himself with a great deal of unbending pride, and had an animal magnetism that was fatally attractive.

“I think it unwise to wander about alone in this crowd. May I escort you back to your family, my lady?”

“You arrogant devil!” She laughed in his face. “I would be offended if you weren’t so ridiculous. I do not conform to the rigid rules of propriety, my lord!”

He looked pointedly at the cherries adorning her hair. “It is evident that your upbringing has been remiss. Your father should have taken you across his knee.”

“And tanned my arse? If I remember correctly, that’s what you threatened to do the last time we met.”

It was clear the young beauty was mocking him. She had been outspoken as a child; now she was downright brazen. Thomas Anson was tempted to take her by the shoulders and shake the insolence from her. He clenched his fists to keep his hands from violating her.

Anson possessed a supreme air of authority that rubbed Harry the wrong way. She threw him a contemptuous smile and turned away. Before she had taken a dozen steps, she came face-to-face with D’Arcy  Lambton, the young Earl of Durham. He was the grandson of Lord Earl Grey, and a close family friend.

“Hello, Harriet. You look ravishing today.”

“D’Arcy.” She gave him her hand and he took it to his lips.

“Did you know they have a circus set up in the center transept?” He pointed in the opposite direction. “Oh, there’s my friend Thomas. Come, let me introduce you to him.” He led her toward Anson, and greeted him warmly. “Allow me to present Lady Harriet Hamilton. . . . This is my good friend Thomas, Lord Anson.”

The corners of Harry’s mouth lifted with amusement as she offered Anson her hand.

He took it stiffly, and bent his mouth to her fingers.

“You’re supposed to kiss it, not bite it,” she warned with a gurgle of laughter.

“You know each other?” D’Arcy asked with surprise.

“Thomas and I have been acquainted for years. We once conspired to steal some paintings together.”

D’Arcy laughed. “I warrant they were valuable. Thomas is an authority on art.”

Anson glared at her with disapproval. “You are incorrigible,” he muttered.

“Flattery, begod!” Harry teased.

“Harriet and I are going to take a look at the circus. Why don’t you join us?”

“Oh, yes, please do,” she urged. “I hear they have a tightrope walker.”

Anson accepted immediately. Since he knew her invitation was insincere, it gave him perverse satisfaction.

Harry, flanked by the two handsome lords—one fair, the other extremely dark—made her way through the crowd to the center transept. Trumpets blared, followed by a drumroll, and as everyone raised their eyes, they saw a man ascending a narrow metal ladder. He didn’t  stop until he reached a dizzying height; then he took a firm grip on a long, thin pole and stepped out onto a high wire that was almost invisible. The crowd below gave a collective gasp.

“His name is Blondin. If he walks the tightrope successfully, it will make him famous,” Thomas predicted.

“A guinea says he doesn’t make it all the way across!”

D’Arcy coughed uncomfortably. “Thomas doesn’t make wagers. He is opposed to any kind of gambling on principle.”

Harry felt her cheeks flush. She knew she had made a faux pas. Instead of apologizing, she said recklessly, “Surely when a male wagers, it shows courage.”

Thomas’s features hardened. “And when a female wagers, it shows vulgarity. As a matter of fact, I find this entire display rather vulgar.”

“If you are referring to Blondin’s tights, I think they display his manhood magnificently.”

It was D’Arcy’s turn to flush.

Harry gritted her teeth. There was something about the dark devil that made her behave outrageously. She saw Anson’s eyes narrow. The look of censure he gave her was threatening. If we were alone, he’d shake me until my teeth rattled.

Harry slipped her arm into D’Arcy’s, using him as a shield. “Did you receive your invitation to our ball? The guest list was extremely selective, but since you are an earl, we made an exception in your case,” she teased.

“You and Lady Beatrix are making your debut together. I assume you’ll be spending the Season in London and won’t be going to Barons Court until later in the year?” D’Arcy asked.

Harry sighed. “You assume correctly, more is the pity. I miss Ireland.”

“What is it that you miss?” Anson asked pointedly.

“I miss the people. They have an irreverent sense of humor. They are not straitlaced like the English, who worship at the altar of respectability.”

“To the Irish, drinking and gambling are virtues,” Anson said dryly.

“Indeed they are. I am grateful that they taught me to do both.”

His dark eyes were filled with censure. “You revel in audacity.”

“You have guessed my secret, my lord. Since I discerned your secret years ago, I warrant we are even.”

A cry of alarm from the crowd drew all eyes upward, where Blondin swayed precariously, before he regained his balance.

“Oh Lord, I can’t bear to watch. If he falls, it will make me ill. It’s outrageous that a man is forced to do such things for money.”

Anson’s grim expression softened. “You’ve just revealed another secret. . . . You are tenderhearted.”

“Yes, I do take pity on those less fortunate.” Her green eyes glittered with mischief.

“So you may consider yourself invited to my debut ball.”

“I admit to being guilty of showing my disapproval, Lady Harriet, but surely such cruel punishment doesn’t fit the crime.”

She threw back her head and laughed. “You do have a sense of humor after all!”




Chapter Two

“I’d like a colored sash on this presentation gown,” Harry declared firmly.

“Out of the question,” her mother said flatly. “White shows off your dark hair and green eyes to perfection. I don’t hear Beatrix complaining about having to wear white.”

“I know that white is flattering, but it’s the principle I object to. It is unheard of to be presented to the queen in anything but pristine white, and that is precisely my point.”

“I won’t relent on this decision, Harry. Victoria’s court has rigid rules. If you don’t conform, it will reflect on your parents.”

“The queen might censure you, but Father can do no wrong in Victoria’s eyes,” Harry teased.

“It would reflect badly on you too. Your virtue could be whispered about.”

“How ridiculous that wearing white declares one’s virtue. You’re usually quite lenient about letting me make my own decisions.”

“Too lenient!” Trixy declared.

“When was I too lenient?” the duchess demanded.

“When you caught her gambling with the Irish stableboys.”

“I was grateful that gambling was the only thing she was doing with them,” the duchess said dryly.

The modiste, who was doing the final fitting of the Hamilton girls’ presentation gowns, looked shocked. Their mother quickly changed the subject. “You needn’t wear the same gowns to your ball. If you are willing to risk your reputation, I’m sure Madam Martine will be only too happy to satisfy your craving for color.”

“I have some lovely pastel blue organza, Lady Harriet.”

“How bloody insipid!” Harry bit her lip when she saw the stunned expression on the modiste’s face. “Oh, I’m so sorry, madam. Please forgive me. I have a dreadful habit of speaking my mind.”

“Blue organza sounds very pretty to me, madam,” Trixy declared. “My sister is nineteen, going on twenty, and has the taste of an older woman.”

“That was unkind. You know that Harry’s debut was postponed because my dearest mother passed away.” Georgina, Duchess of Bed-ford, had died the previous spring.

“Trixy’s barb about my age completely missed the mark. At nineteen, I am a woman, while she and Jane are still girls.”

“There’s more to being a woman than turning nineteen, darling,” her mother stated.

“I assume you are speaking of virginity, or lack thereof,” Harry declared. “That’s another unfair burden that makes the sexes unequal!”

Madam Martine almost swallowed the pins she held in her mouth.

“Come down from your soapbox, Harry.” The duchess helped her daughter from the stool she was standing on. “I’m sure Madam isn’t up to a lecture on women’s rights. Just tell her what color you would like for your ball gown.”

“Pale green with an emerald sash,” Harry said without hesitation.

Her mother laughed. “You are Irish down to your fingertips. I’m sure your father will be delighted at your choice.”

[image: 007]

“Uncle Johnny! I’m so happy you will be attending our presentation to the queen this afternoon. Without you, it would likely be dull and depressing as a London fog!”

Lord John laughed. “You flatter me, Harry. But what makes you think it’ll be dull?”

“Well, let’s face it. A score of debutantes dressed in identical white, chaste as the driven snow, attending Victoria’s Drawing Room, isn’t exactly a bacchanalia.”

“And what do you know of bacchanalia?” he teased.

“Nothing yet, but I’m hopeful my Season will rectify that.”

“I wish I were being presented today,” Jane said wistfully.

Johnny kissed her cheek. “Your time will come, Jane. And you won’t have to share the spotlight with your sisters.”

“But I like sharing things with Harry and Trixy. They make everything exciting.”

The Duchess of Abercorn rolled her eyes. “Only an innocent could think one of Victoria’s Drawing Rooms exciting.” She picked up her fan. “I assume we are using your carriage, John. Pray lead the way.”

 

 

“I love this Grand Staircase at Buckingham Palace.” Lady Beatrix gazed at the royal portraits that had been built into the walls.

“I much prefer Windsor Castle.” Lady Harriet’s crinoline swayed precariously as she ascended the marble steps. “Its ancient walls are steeped in history.”

The Hamiltons joined the other debutantes who were being presented at today’s Drawing Room and Harry marveled at the excited twittering of the young ladies. Since her father was Prince Albert’s groom of the stole, and she was a frequent visitor, she did not hold the royal family in awe as the other debutantes did. As she looked about, she decided that Trixy’s white gown flattered her dark coloring, but  the fair-haired girls looked washed-out. The females were all shapes and sizes, from scrawny to lumpy.

Harry spied her friend Lady Emily Curzon-Howe, who had lovely chestnut-colored hair. “I think it tiresome that we must all wear white.”

Emily whispered behind her fan, “White flatters you and me, but Lady Augusta Seymour looks like an unmade bed.”

“That’s rather cruel, but I was thinking the exact same thing,” Harry murmured.

When the chamberlain opened the door to the throne room, everyone filed in and waited politely for their turn to be acknowledged by the queen.

Harry sighed with relief when her father arrived. She gave him a radiant smile, and the Duke of Abercorn bent and kissed her brow, then kissed Beatrix. James Hamilton was a loving father who doted on his daughters.

Abercorn murmured his thanks to his brother-in-law Lord John for accompanying his ladies to Buckingham Palace. He then watched proudly as his eldest daughter walked down the throne room and made her curtsy before the queen.

“Lady Harriet, we are delighted to welcome you to our Drawing Room. Your gown is lovely. The Duchess of Abercorn’s fashion sense is incomparable.”

“Thank you, Your Gracious Majesty.” Her Season had begun at long last.

 

 

When all the debutantes had been presented, everyone was free to mingle and partake of the refreshments. Harry joined her family. “The queen complimented my gown and Mother’s fashion sense.”

“Victoria’s manners are always perfect,” her father declared. “She’s after your mother for her Mistress of the Robes.”

The duchess rolled her eyes and gave a delicate shudder.

James laughed before turning to his daughters. “Are you ready for your ball?”

“Yes. Harry and I can’t wait. Are you coming home tonight, Father?”

“I am, my dear.” James spoke to his wife. “I’m tired of sleeping alone, aren’t you?”

Louisa gave him a sideways look. “What makes you think I’m sleeping alone?”

Harry smiled at their banter. Mother holds him in the palm of her hand. They act like lovers. That’s the kind of relationship I want.

James Hamilton greeted Richard Curzon-Howe, who had been lord chamberlain to the late Queen Adelaide. He stood with his daughter Emily, from his first marriage. Abercorn was always amazed that the aging earl had been able to attract such a young second wife.

Lady Abercorn greeted Lady Curzon-Howe and felt a twinge of compassion for the young Irish beauty. The ladies had coordinated the dates of their debutante balls.

Lady Emily drew close to Harry and whispered in her ear, “I want you to formally introduce me to your brother.”

“Are you sure? He’s only sixteen,” Harry informed her.

“What the devil does that matter? He’s extremely handsome and someday he’ll be a duke of the realm.”

Harry approached her brother, with Emily in tow. “James, I’d like you to meet Lady Emily. She’ll be at our ball tomorrow night.” Harry winked. “Seems she’s attracted to younger men.”

Emily smiled. “It runs in the family. My father wed a lady not much older than I.”

James took her hand to his lips. “How fortuitous. I’m raving mad about older women. I shall claim the first dance tomorrow night.”

Harry said dryly, “A match made in heaven. I shall give you some privacy.”

She joined her mother, who was in conversation with Lord John.

“May I rely upon you to bring our sister Rachel to the ball? If everyone sees she is held in high esteem by her family, it will put an end to the scandalous gossip about her.” When Rachel was born, the rumors were rife that the famous artist Edwin Landseer had fathered her. The speculation had begun again when Georgina, Duchess of Bedford, passed away.

“Poor Rachel was absolutely devastated when she heard the rumor. But I believe the fact that she still resides at Campden Hill with the family’s blessing has done much to quell the gossip,” John assured her. Lord John and his wife, Fanny, lived next door to Campden Hill in Kensington, at Holland House. Lady Holland had left it to him in her will, perhaps because Johnny had been like a son to her, or more likely because she detested her own daughter-in-law.

“Rachel is such delightful company,” Harry declared. “Will you please invite her to stay with us for a few days after the ball?”

“Of course. Rachel has such a happy disposition. John, tell her to bring enough clothes for a fortnight. ’Tis a pity that she is still unwed. It always falls to the last daughter left at home to look after the mother, and Rachel dutifully dedicated herself to Mother the last few years. I’ll try my hand at matchmaking while she’s in London.”

Harry saw that Prince Albert was making a beeline toward her mother. Lady Lu attracted admirers from grooms to princes. Harry knew that where Albert went, Victoria followed, so she took Johnny’s arm and led him toward the refreshment table. “There’s something I want to ask you. I believe Thomas Anson is a member of Parliament. What can you tell me about him?”

“Thomas is the member for Lichfield, Staffordshire. His father, the Earl of Lichfield, was also a politician until his health gave out. Like me, Thomas is a Whig.”

“Surely you can tell me more than that.”

Johnny eyed her with speculation. “Well, let’s see. He’s dark,  handsome, thirtyish, unwed, an art expert. He’ll inherit his father’s earldom, but no fortune, I’m afraid.”

“He’ll inherit Shugborough Hall.”

Johnny hid his glee. He knew of Harriet’s passion for houses. “Viscount Anson is a very serious, no-nonsense sort of man. He doesn’t suffer fools gladly. I warrant he’s far too sober and straitlaced for you, Harry.”

Indeed! Thomas Anson is direct, assertive, and utterly self-assured. He delivers his reprimands in a clipped tone. “I invited him to my ball, in spite of the fact that he thoroughly disapproves of me, and makes no bones about it.”

“I thought D’Arcy Lambton was at the top of your list of suitors.”

“Oh, he is. Absolutely! The Earl of Durham owns Lambton Castle.”

“Have you ever seen the castle?”

“No, but I’ve seen it in paintings. It was designed in the style of a Norman stronghold. I can’t wait to visit it.”

“It’s built on the site of a more ancient castle known for its legendary dragon. You must ask D’Arcy about it.”

“How fascinating! I love legends. Ireland is steeped in them. I shall ask him about the dragon tomorrow night at the ball.”

 

 

The following day, the Hamilton ladies greeted John’s wife, Fanny, and Lady Rachel. They arrived in the afternoon with ample time to dress for the ball.

“I’m so glad you’ll be staying with us for a while, Rachel. I’m dying to hear what you are planning to write in your next book.” Harry picked up Rachel’s hatbox and they headed up the stairs to the guest wing.

“Why don’t you share the guest chamber with me? I need some good ideas, and two heads are decidedly better than one.”

“That’s a splendid idea.” Harry had always been proud that her aunt penned romance novels, and was thrilled at the prospect of contributing to her next book. “We can also help each other dress for the ball. I hope your gown is ravishing. Mother has invited every eligible bachelor in London.”

“Harry, need I remind you that I am a twenty-eight-year-old spinster?”

“Rubbish! You are a fascinating woman of the world and a redhead to boot. You simply have to marry, Rachel. An unwed woman has no more rights than a child. Once we are married, we can join the Married Women’s Property Committee. They are doing their utmost to change the law so we can own property in our own right.” Harry laughed. “First things first. We are going to have great fun, starting tonight.”

 

 

“You are a marvelous dancer, Father.” Lady Harriet, partnered by the Duke of Abercorn, opened the ball, while her sister Beatrix danced with their uncle Lord John Russell. “I chose to wear green for Ireland, even though it flaunts convention.”

James smiled down at his daughter. “I’m surprised you didn’t insist on the ancestral Abercorn crimson.”

“Mother has dibs on that color, though I must admit she looks glorious in it.”

“I predict that you and Beatrix will steal her thunder tonight, and she wouldn’t want it any other way. I see she let you wear her emerald and diamond earrings.”

“Yes, she’s the most generous mother in the world.”

“I predict it won’t be long before you have your own jewels.”

“By that, I take it you mean I will soon have a husband.”

“I warrant there are at least a half dozen suitors here tonight, eager to steal you away from me.”

“I’m looking for someone exactly like you, Father.” She gazed up at him with genuine love and admiration.

“Oh, if your standards are that high, I shall be stuck with you forever,” he teased.

“You’re full of blarney. Go and dance with Trixy.”

 

 

The Earl of Durham claimed the second dance with Lady Harriet.

“Have you been waiting for me, D’Arcy?” Harry’s eyes sparkled with happiness.

“Longer than you think. I’ve been awaiting your debut for more than a year.”

“I must think of a suitable reward for your patience,” she teased.

“Your beauty is radiant tonight. Promise you’ll let me escort you to supper later?”

“Only if you’ll tell me about the Lambton dragon.”

His blue eyes danced with laughter. “Legend has it that when he was a boy, my early ancestor John Lambton went fishing in the River Wear and caught an eel, which he promptly threw down the well. Years later, when he returned from the Crusades, he found the surrounding villages desecrated by a dragon that emerged from the well. It ate all the livestock and even snatched away small children. The villagers couldn’t kill it because whenever they hacked off a piece of the dragon, it grew back.”

“Whatever did Crusader John do?”

“He consulted with a wise witch, who advised him to cover his armor with spearheads, but she warned that once the dragon was dead, he would have to kill the first living thing he encountered, or his family would be cursed for nine generations and wouldn’t die in their beds.”

“A dragon and a witch. How fascinating!”

“When the dragon wrapped itself around him, it was mortally  wounded by the spearheads. As he hacked off the pieces, they were washed away in the River Wear.

“After he killed it, his dog ran out to greet him.”

Harry caught her breath. “Oh, no, he didn’t?”

“No, he didn’t have the heart to kill his dog, so for nine generations the Lambtons were cursed.”

“Which generation are you?”

“I’m at least the twelfth, I believe.”

Harry smiled. “So there is every likelihood that you will die decently in your bed.”

He bent close to whisper, “Or indecently.”

Her smile widened. “If you’re lucky!”

 

 

The Duchess of Abercorn stared at a dark male who had just arrived. She had no idea who he was and turned to her brother. “Johnny, who’s that swarthy gentleman? I’m sure I didn’t invite him.”

“That’s Thomas Anson. Harry invited him. He’s the member for Lichfield.”

“Good Lord! His father is the reprobate Earl of Lichfield. How does Harriet know him? I hope he isn’t following in his father’s footsteps.”

“Thomas is the antithesis of his father. Viscount Anson is extremely principled. He was supportive when I was PM and I consider him a friend.” John signaled and Thomas made his way across the ballroom.

Once the men exchanged greetings, Anson bowed before the duchess, who smiled and offered him her hand. He took it to his lips. “Your Grace, may I have the honor of this dance?”

“It would be my pleasure, Lord Anson.” As they moved onto the floor, she examined his features. He’s as tall as my husband, but much darker. I wonder if the rumors about his mother are true. Barbara Philips’s father was a prosperous West Indian planter and because of his daughter’s black hair and dusky complexion, it was hinted that she could be half-caste.

He is treating me with great formality. His features are stern because he doesn’t smile. He looks at least thirty. . . . I wonder why he isn’t married. Lady Lu smiled up at Anson. “Are you a confirmed bachelor, my lord?”

Thomas hid his amusement. “I have nothing against marriage, Your Grace. I simply cannot afford the luxury of a wife. Every penny I earn goes toward buying back Shugborough’s treasures and antiquities that were auctioned a decade ago.”

“What a noble endeavor. I salute you, my lord.”

“Noble perhaps, but the task I have set myself is gargantuan.”

Gargantuan indeed. We bought Shugborough’s entire library, along with paintings and furniture, and have no intention of selling them back to you. “Is your father well?”

Anson stiffened. “The earl’s health is indifferent. He has been bedridden for more than a year.”

“I’m so sorry. It must be a sore trial for your mother.” It’s a wonder she hasn’t poisoned the bastard by now. She was a great heiress when they wed, and Lichfield went through her fortune like a dose of salts. “Lord John tells me you are a member of the House. How do you fare with the new coalition government? ’Tis a hodgepodge of Peelites, Tories, Radicals, and Irish members.”

“I must confess that as a Whig, I fared better under your brother’s prime ministership.”

“Then let us hope our present prime minister’s term is a short one.”

Anson’s brows drew together. “Isn’t Prime Minister Aberdeen your father-in-law, Your Grace?”

“Absolutely not! The Earl of Aberdeen is my husband’s stepfather. The man is persona non grata in an Abercorn residence.”

“Forgive me,” he said gravely.

“Nothing to forgive, my lord. I’m sure you understand the inevitable clashes that ensue when opposite personalities are forced to live under one roof.”

“Indeed I do, Your Grace.”

Lady Lu spotted her sister Rachel and decided to introduce her to the viscount. Though he vowed he wasn’t looking for a wife, the right female might convince him otherwise.

“Lord Anson . . . Thomas, may I present my favorite sister, Rachel?”

He bowed politely. “May I partner you in the next dance, my lady?”

 

 

The duchess wasn’t the only one considering matchmaking. Harry was being partnered by an Irish friend of her father’s, Lord James Butler, whose older brother was the Marquis of Ormonde. “Captain Butler, I’m so pleased you are in London and could attend our ball.”

“I have retired from the Seventh Foot, Lady Harriet, though everyone still calls me Captain. I’m in London to petition Queen Victoria to approve fairs in Kilkenny.”

“That shouldn’t prove difficult. Father will persuade the prince; then Albert will persuade Victoria. Tell me, Lord Butler, do you like redheads?”

“Being Irish, I must admit that I find red hair extremely attractive.”

She glanced around the ballroom searching for Rachel. Her brows drew together slightly when she saw her being partnered by Thomas Anson. They were laughing together and Harry felt a stab of envy. She maneuvered her steps until they were next to the other couple. “Since I believe in equal rights for women, I’d like to cut in.”

Rachel laughed at the audacity of her niece, and smoothly moved toward Lord Butler, who welcomed her with open arms.

Thomas Anson gave Harry a frown of disapproval. After a moment’s hesitation, he did the polite thing and they began to dance.

“Have no fear. I’ve no great desire to dance with you, my lord. I simply wanted Lord Butler to partner Rachel.”

“I thought you were collecting suitors.”

“Oh, I am. But the captain is about forty—much too old for me, and he’s a second son to boot.”

“You have no shame.”

She laughed up at him. “I am guilty of serial misbehavior.”

He gazed down at her through narrowed eyes, assessing her. “You are deliberately hurling yourself against my principles. And enjoying yourself immensely.”

Harry’s mouth went dry. My God, the dark devil is shrewd. He knows exactly what I’m up to. The music stopped. “Thank you for the dance. Will you excuse me?”

“For now. Go forth and gather your suitors.”

“I have so many,” she teased. “There’s William Montagu, Earl of Dalkeith. He is heir to—”

“Yes, I know. Heir to the dukedom of Buccleuch.”

“And coming this way with purpose is Henry, heir to the Earl of Mount Edgcumbe.”

“That would be robbing the cradle. Or doesn’t age matter, so long as he—”

“So long as he was born with a silver spoon up his bum?” she finished outrageously. Harry, you’re trying to goad him into laying his hands on you.

A male voice interrupted her exciting thoughts. “May I have this dance?”

She turned to find D’Arcy Lambton at her elbow. “Why, if it isn’t the Earl of Durham,” she declared, and threw Anson a triumphant smile.

. . .

Abercorn swept his wife into his arms. “I thought I’d better steal a dance, before the handsome Lord Anson claims you again.”

Lu was surprised. “How do you know him?”

“Palace business. He is an associate of Whitfield Cox, the fine-art dealer. I recently procured a painting through him for Prince Albert.”

“When I asked him if he was a confirmed bachelor, he told me he couldn’t afford a wife because he was restoring Shugborough’s treasures. If he hopes we’ll sell back the paintings we bought from Lichfield, he’ll be sadly disappointed.”

“I saw you introduce him to Rachel. Tell the truth and shame the devil—you cannot resist matchmaking.” His arm tightened and he stole a kiss.

 

 

When Harry was dancing with Henry Edgcumbe, she realized that though he was a couple of years older than she was, because of Lord Anson’s remark about robbing the cradle, Henry suddenly seemed exceedingly immature. I think he would make a perfect suitor for Beatrix. After all, Edgcumbe will become an earl. Harry smiled sweetly and began to extol her sister’s virtues.

William Montagu, Earl of Dalkeith, claimed the next dance. He was the member of Parliament for Midlothian, Scotland, and a Tory like Abercorn.

“Will, even though you were educated at Cambridge, I can detect a delightful burr in your voice,” Harry told him. Her eyes shone as she thought about Dalkeith Palace in Scotland, which his family owned. Someday he will inherit his father’s dukedom of Buccleuch. “Will, I think Montagu House in Whitehall is the most magnificent mansion in London.”

“If I persuade my mother to give an entertainment, will you promise to attend?”

Harry gave him a radiant smile. “I would love it above all things.

Oh, I didn’t realize this was a cotillion. What a pity we have to change partners.”

Leicester Curzon-Howe, Emily’s older brother, smiled down at her. “I thought I’d never get a chance to dance with you.”

Harry returned his smile. Leicester is about twenty-five, but alas, he has two older brothers before him in line to inherit his father’s earldom. They got only halfway around the ballroom when the music again stopped so everyone could change partners.

“Lady Harriet.” Lord Anson gave a brief bow and offered back her words from earlier. “Have no fear; I have no great desire to dance with you.”

“For a man who scrupulously adheres to priggish Victorian values, you have a wicked sense of humor.”

“You do amuse me,” he admitted. “I cannot wait to see what outrageous thing you’ll do or say next. With that in mind, would you allow me to escort you to supper?”

“I’m afraid I’ve promised that honor to D’Arcy.” Harry gave him a teasing glance. “Perhaps I can fulfill some other desire?”

Thomas gave her a speculative look. “How about showing me your library?”

I’ll be damned. . . . Does he want to see the books that used to belong to his family? Or does the dark devil want to get me alone? “Follow me, and you shall see, an elephant’s nest up a rhubarb tree.” She took his hand and led him from the ballroom.

The library was in another wing on the same floor. When they arrived, they found Harry’s brother James sitting in a brass-mounted armchair with Lady Emily Curzon-Howe curled in his lap. The pair jumped up guiltily and hurried from the room.

Harry dropped Thomas’s hand. “Speaking of robbing the cradle! Lady Emily is obviously following in her father’s footsteps.”

If Thomas was amused at her remark, he didn’t show it. Harry watched him closely as he examined the myriad rows of books. His  thick black curls were so tempting, she had an urge to touch them. His stern demeanor, however, seemed to forbid such intimacy.

His glance traveled over the volumes, taking inventory. “Some of these once belonged to my family. But I thought your father bought the whole library.”

“He did,” she confirmed. “Some of them are at Bentley Priory in Stanmore, quite a few volumes are at Campden Hill, Kensington, and the rest are in my father’s library at Barons Court in Ireland.”

Thomas Anson lifted his hand to touch a book directly behind Harry; then their eyes met. “So, in spite of being in favor of women’s rights, you have made up your mind to marry this year?”

“Indeed I have. When I marry, my very first act will be to join the Married Women’s Property Committee.”

His dark eyes filled with amusement. “Your very first act?”

The corners of her mouth went up. “Well . . . perhaps my second.”

His acquisitive fingers moved from the books and hung suspended in the air.

The electricity between them was palpable. His animal magnetism was irresistible to Harry. She caught her breath as his fingers began to trail across her cheek. She moved against him in invitation. Harry felt his muscular arm sweep about her and when his mouth took possession of hers, she opened her lips. She gave in to temptation and threaded her fingers into his dark curls. The fragrance of jasmine and honeysuckle filled her senses. Is it Thomas Anson that is sending these shivers of excitement through me? Or is it the thought of Shugborough?
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